
        
            [image: Cover]
        

    
   Contents

   


   Title Page

   Copyright

   Dedication

    

   CHAPTER ONE 

   CHAPTER TWO 

   CHAPTER THREE 

   CHAPTER FOUR 

   CHAPTER FIVE 

   CHAPTER SIX 

   CHAPTER SEVEN 

   CHAPTER EIGHT 

   CHAPTER NINE 

   CHAPTER TEN 

   CHAPTER ELEVEN 

   CHAPTER TWELVE 

   CHAPTER THIRTEEN 

   CHAPTER FOURTEEN 

   CHAPTER FIFTEEN 

   CHAPTER SIXTEEN 

   CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 

   CHAPTER EIGHTEEN 

   CHAPTER NINETEEN 

   CHAPTER TWENTY 

   CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE 

   CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO 

   CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE 

   CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR 

   CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE 










WOLF ON THE EDGE



SWAT: 

Special Wolf Alpha Team



Paige Tyler

Copyright © 2024 by Paige Tyler



All Rights Reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system, without permission from the author.





Editing by  Jennifer Jakes / The Killion Group, Inc.



Copyediting by RVP Editing

















With special thanks to my extremely patient and understanding husband, without whose help and support I couldn’t have pursued my dream job of becoming a writer. You’re my sounding board, my idea man, my critique partner, and the absolute best research assistant any girl could ask for!

Thank you.



[image:  ]



Sign up for Paige Tyler’s New Releases mailing list and get a FREE copy of SEAL of HER DREAMS!



Click here to get started!

http://www.paigetylertheauthor.com































CHAPTER ONE





“Maybe I should come with you guys. If you’re right about the people involved, you could use my help,” Senior Corporal Carter Nelson said into his cell phone, leaning back in the seat of his SUV and staring out at Bachman Lake. He’d been about to go for an early morning run when his friend, fellow werewolf, and squad leader, Senior Corporal Mike Taylor, called to say he wouldn’t be able to join him. It hadn’t taken long for Carter to figure out that SWAT had been called out to support a major raid against a heavily armed drug cartel. Because it would be dangerous, Dallas PD had requested the entire SWAT team.

Everyone would be going—except Carter.

“I wish you could, but you know Gage isn’t going to go for that,” Mike said. “And if we’re being honest, he shouldn’t. You might be doing better than you were a couple weeks ago, but you’re still not ready to go into a high-risk shootout scenario. You know that.”

Cursing silently, Carter opened the door of his Hummer to let in the chilly early morning breeze, considering his pack mate’s words. Sergeant Gage Dixon was the commander of the Dallas SWAT Team. More importantly, he was the alpha of their pack of alphas, the only one who could keep all of them in line.

Even if Carter was making it a lot harder on their boss lately.  

“Yeah, I know,” Carter finally admitted, hating to be reminded about how many times he’d completely lost control lately, wolfing out in the worst possible situations. “But it still sucks. I can’t help but feel that I’m letting everyone down.”

There was silence from Mike’s side of the line, and for a moment, Carter had an unreasonable fear that his friend would agree and tell him that Gage wanted Carter out of the Pack. That he was a risk to everyone around him. Which wasn’t necessarily wrong.

Still, the thought of being a werewolf without a pack…

“You aren’t letting anyone down,” Mike said, his voice firm. “You’re going through some crap right now, but you’re getting help. You need to give this therapy thing a chance. Even you said it seems to be working, right?”

“I don’t know.” Carter sighed. “Maybe. I haven’t wolfed out since I started seeing Dr. Delacroix, no matter how many uncomfortable questions she’s asked, so I guess that counts for something.”

“It definitely counts for something. It means she’s helping you. Just stick with her and it will all work out. Heck, at this rate, you’ll probably be back to full-duty status in a week or two. You’ll see.”

“I hope so,” Carter murmured. “Honestly, these sessions would be a lot easier if I could tell her about my real problem. It’s exhausting avoiding that I’m an omega werewolf. If Dr. Delacroix knew the truth, maybe she could help me figure out why I’m losing control all the time now when I’ve had it under wraps for years.”

“I don’t think telling your doctor that you’re a werewolf would be a good thing,” Mike said dryly. “While there are some people who can handle the truth about the world we live in, I’m not sure Hadley Delacroix is one of them.”

Carter opened his mouth to point out that Dr. Delacroix seemed to be pretty solid to him but closed it again when he heard Gage’s voice in the background telling people to load up. Now wasn’t the time for this conversation.

“I gotta go,” Mike said. “Gage wants us on the move in sixty seconds. Hit your morning run and then go to your next session with Delacroix. I’ll call later and let you know how everything went on the raid. I know I’m probably wasting my breath, but try not to worry about your pack, huh? Focus on yourself right now.”

Mike hung up before Carter could tell him that there was no way in hell he wouldn’t be worrying. The SWAT team was his family. He worried about his pack mates all the time. With the Pack going up against a heavily armed and violent drug cartel, he’d worry even more. They might be werewolves, but that didn’t mean they couldn’t be killed. A lucky headshot or a bullet through the heart would do them in the same as anyone else.

His heart beat harder at the thought of one of his pack mates getting hurt and he forced himself to take a deep breath. Biting back a growl, Carter gazed out at the lake in the dim early morning light, hoping the sounds of the gentle waves lapping on the shore would calm him down.

It took a while, and for a moment, he could feel his fangs coming out, but after a few moments, the urge to give up control and let his inner wolf take over faded into the background. Relaxing, he locked up his Hummer and shoved his keys and phone into his pants pocket before heading toward the running path that circled the lake. Even though it was still shrouded in shadows, thanks to his keen werewolf vision, he could see as well as if it was daylight.

Carter started running at a good pace, still needing to burn off the extra energy that had built up at the thought of his pack facing danger without him. He wanted to push harder but knew that wasn’t a good idea. Even though it was early in the morning, there were still other people around. He couldn’t take the chance of someone seeing him sprinting along the path at thirty miles an hour. Things like that tended to attract the wrong kind of attention.

As he jogged around the lake, the sound of planes taking off from nearby Love Field occasionally interrupted the peaceful sounds of nature. Carter couldn’t stop thinking about how far off the rails his life had gotten over the past couple weeks. He knew it was stupid to let his mind go there, but at moments like this, it was difficult to think about anything else.

Being an omega werewolf instead of a pure alpha pretty much meant he was defined by unprovoked anger, aggression, and frequent violent outbursts. He’d had to fight for control from the very beginning of his change. It was either that or go insane.

And for the most part, he’d succeeded. Sure, he had minor slips now and then during his time on the SWAT team. An inadvertent flash of fangs or claws during an argument, a rumbling growl when a training scenario got a little too realistic. But outside of a few select people—Gage and Mike among them—there wasn’t anyone on the team who knew he wasn’t an alpha like everyone else. His pack mates might rib him for having some omega-like tendencies, but that wasn’t the same thing as knowing the truth.

But something had changed a few weeks ago, and for the life of him, Carter couldn’t figure out what’d triggered it. He’d been in the middle of a crowded nightclub with Mike and several other pack mates, facing some dangerous supernaturals who’d been killing their way across the city. There’d been too many people around to even consider pulling his weapon, so he’d been fighting one of the creatures hand-to-hand. One second, they’d been going at it blow-for-blow, the next, he’d put the supernatural through a brick wall and was bludgeoning him with a table leg without even knowing what he was doing or how he’d gotten there.

It had been years since he’d lost time, and that night, he’d lost at least ten minutes. Not to mention the part where he hadn’t remembered smashing the suspect through a wall. The creature had been practically impervious to damage and ended up escaping, a problem that hadn’t really meant much in the grand scheme of things at the time. Not when compared to the fact that Carter couldn’t contain his inner omega werewolf.

He’d spent the next few days struggling to get things back under control and had failed miserably. During another fight with the same supernaturals, he’d lost time again—not minutes, but hours—and a supernatural had ended up dead at his hands without him even realizing he’d done it.

Afterward, Carter had been fully prepared to leave the Pack, to get away from Dallas before he lost control again and hurt someone he cared about. But Mike had asked him to hold off on that decision until he talked to someone who could help. Even though he hadn’t honestly believed he’d ever be able to find anyone who could do that, he’d agreed.

Then he had his first appointment with Dr. Hadley Delacroix, and he started thinking that maybe—just maybe—it might actually work. When he was with her, he did feel calmer. Then again, that could simply be wishful thinking on his part. But he really hoped not. Because he didn’t want to leave the Pack.

The mere thought made his fingertips tingle, claws trying to come out to confront a threat that wasn’t even real, and he quickly shook it off. That was something he wished he could bring up during his therapy session later this morning, but he couldn’t do that. Maybe he could describe it as an anxiety attack, only without the claws.

Carter was still thinking about that when he heard panicked shouting, immediately followed by a scream of pain, and then hysterical crying. He jerked his head left and right, slowing his pace, trying to figure out which direction the sound was coming from. While werewolves had exceptional hearing in general, omegas weren’t quite as gifted as alphas, so it took him a few seconds to pinpoint that it was directly ahead and slightly to the left. 

Another shout begging for help had Carter putting on the speed. He didn’t care if anyone saw how fast he could move now. Someone was in trouble.

He heard whimpering just as he rounded a bend in the path and saw a woman on the ground. A fraction of a second later, his less-than-reliable nose told him that she was bleeding.

Carter moved forward quickly at the same time he checked around for threats but didn’t see anyone else. The woman was curled up in a ball, hands clenched to her stomach, shaking uncontrollably, though whether it was from the sobbing or the pain, he couldn’t tell which. Off to the side of the path, a jogging stroller was on its side, a blanket and a stuffed animal lying carelessly in the grass.

He dropped down to one knee beside the woman and gently touched her shoulder, rolling her over slightly so he could get a look at her face. She jumped at the contact, cringing as if she expected someone else, but when she saw him, she pulled one hand away from her stomach to grab his arm, relief in her eyes.

“You have to help me!” she begged. “He took my baby! You have to stop him!”

Carter’s head started spinning. Between the scent of blood and the fear rolling off the woman in waves, his inner wolf was doing everything it could to slip out. He fought his omega for control. He needed a clear head so he could figure out what the hell had happened here.

“Who took your baby?” he asked, glancing at the other hand still pressed to the wound in her stomach. Since he hadn’t heard a gunshot and couldn’t smell the acrid stench of smokeless powder, she must have been stabbed. “Which direction did he go?”

“My ex-husband. He went that way,” she said, taking her hand from his arm to point further down the running path before clutching at him again, her eyes wet with tears. “He lost custody of our daughter a month ago and threatened that he’d get her back. He was with his brother. You have to get my little girl back!”

Carter nodded, his inner wolf responding instinctively to a mother’s love for her child. “I’ll get her back.” He pressed both of the woman’s hands against her stomach. “Keep pressure on the wound. Paramedics will be here soon.”

Then he was running, hoping the woman’s pain-induced delirium would keep her from understanding just how fast he was moving.

He pulled out his phone, dialing 9-1-1 as he sprinted. “This is Officer Carter Nelson, Dallas PD. There’s been a stabbing on the north side of Bachman Lake where Bachman Drive meets Northwest Highway. Female victim is down on the path with a wound to the stomach. I’m on foot pursuit following two male suspects who’ve kidnapped a little girl. Possible custodial kidnapping. Requesting back-up.”

Dispatch had a ton of questions that Carter didn’t have time to answer, so he quickly repeated that he was in pursuit of two suspects with a small child, probably heading for the parking area, then hung up.

His omega nose was only so much help when it came to tracking the suspects as he headed north, so he mostly listened to his instincts, trusting them to help follow the two men who’d stabbed a mother and left her for dead, taking her child as she lay there bleeding out.

Carter was running at full speed by the time he reached the highway and the small parking area there, his claws out and his fangs desperately trying to make an appearance. There were several other cars there, probably from other people running the path. But then he saw the F350 truck at the end of the lot, the driver’s side and rear king cab doors open. Two men were fumbling in the back seat with something, one standing in the doorway while the other was inside the crew cab. It only took the cries of a little girl to figure out that the a-holes were trying to strap the baby into the seat belt.

“Step out of the truck and away from the child,” he ordered in a firm voice. “And before you start making excuses, I found the woman you just stabbed.”

The guy standing outside the truck spun around, his eyes taking in Carter, as well as his empty hands, before apparently concluding that he didn’t pose a threat. A moment later, the man reached into the bed of the truck, coming out with a lug wrench. Then he launched himself at Carter, shouting at the other guy to start the truck.

“Don’t kill him. Don’t kill him. Don’t kill him,” Carter whispered to himself over and over again, fighting to get his claws back in as the man charged his way, lug wench swinging high. The urge to swipe his arm up and out, to rip the guy to shreds, was damn hard to resist, but he did—barely.

Carter caught the metal club on his forearm, control of his inner omega slipping even further as pain flared and bone broke. At the last second, he closed his hand into a fist and punched the man in the chest instead of tearing it open.

The guy grunted and flew backward, bouncing off the cab of the truck. There was a thud as the man’s head hit something hard, the lug wrench clattering to the pavement. Carter didn’t think the guy was dead—hoped he wasn’t—but had no time to check as the truck roared to life and slammed into gear.

The back wheels of the vehicle squealed and spun up a thick fog of burnt rubber as the driver tried to get out of the space, the front bumper clipping Carter and sending him flying. Any remaining grip he had on his inner wolf slipped away and he got shoved into the background as an invisible shroud covered him and his omega took over.

Carter was back to his feet in a flash, watching as his wolf charged forward, damn near attacking the driver’s side door of the truck. The guy behind the wheel reached out with a knife, trying to slash at his face and chest. The knowledge that this was the a-hole who’d stabbed the woman enraged his omega and Carter slid even further into the background, everything around him getting hazy as his inner wolf growled in rage.

Carter watched in surreal fascination as his hand batted the knife aside long enough to reach inside the vehicle and get a grip on the steering wheel and the frame of the door. The man yanked the truck into drive and floored the accelerator, trying to get away, but Carter’s werewolf stood firm and yanked hard with a savage snarl. There was a shriek of twisting metal as his omega ripped off the steering wheel and then the door.

Carter tumbled backward, rolling across the pavement, the door of the vehicle tumbling with him. He felt himself fading further into unawareness until the world went black.

It only seemed like he was out for a few seconds, but when he finally came back to himself, he was sitting on the pavement of the parking lot, disoriented. In the distance, he could hear the sound of sirens approaching, and somewhere nearby, a child was crying.

He looked over his shoulder to see the F350 truck sitting halfway up on the back end of a small sedan. The crying was coming from the backseat where the baby was still sitting, thankfully unharmed.

The man who’d been driving was lying on the pavement ten feet away, not moving. For one horrified moment, Carter was sure he’d killed another person without remembering it. Then he heard a groan and realized with relief that the guy was still kicking. 

Carter started to push himself to his feet but stopped at a painful twinge in his pec muscle. He glanced down to see a knife sticking out of the right side of his chest. Cursing, he wrapped his hand around the hilt and pulled the blade out, then placed it on the ground beside him. The wound would heal before backup arrived.

He considered checking on the child but then decided against it. He was lousy with kids at the best of times, and in the moments right after one of his episodes, he wasn’t sure if he trusted himself around anyone that tiny.

So, he sat there keeping an eye on the baby from afar, at the same time taking in the scene around him. In addition to the door and steering wheel he’d yanked off still lying in the grass, and the two unconscious suspects, there was blood covering the front of his shirt. How the hell was he going to explain any of this when he didn’t remember most of what had happened?

Maybe he should call Dr. Delacroix and cancel his appointment. Then again, considering the mess his life was turning into, maybe he should ask for a double session.































CHAPTER TWO





“I’d like to state once again for the record that I’m vehemently opposed to this entire thing,” Lieutenant Ronald Maddox said as Hadley walked alongside him through the dimly lit corridors of Coffield Unit, the state correctional facility a little over an hour south of Dallas. “It’s risky to allow a civilian in the maximum-security wing in the first place, but to even think about putting you in an interrogation room alone with a sadistic killer…” He shook his head, gray eyes glancing her way. “It boggles the mind that you’d even consider it.”

Hadley didn’t say anything. Maddox, the senior correctional officer in charge of security at the prison, had been complaining from the moment she and FBI agent, Silas Ferguson, had stepped through the front door of the facility. The warden, Maximo Burnett, a heavyset man with a friendly face, seemed interested in getting on the FBI’s good side, so he was going along with the plan without too much fuss.

“Once again, Lieutenant Maddox, I must remind you that Dr. Delacroix has extensive experience with sadistic killers, as you call them,” Agent Ferguson said from behind them. “She’ll be fine.”

Hadley ignored the silly pissing contest going on between the two of them, instead focusing on getting her mind right as they moved deeper into the maximum-security wing. She’d been making visits to prisons like Coffield for years, and the one thing she’d learned was that you couldn’t let the inmates know how scared you were. If you couldn’t face that fear, they’d eat you alive. And in the case of her latest subject, being eaten alive might actually be a real possibility.

So, she put on her game face and acted like nothing in here bothered her. Not the lieutenant suggesting she couldn’t hack it. Not the occasional shouts that echoed off the concrete walls. Not the rancid odors that were probably a result of a few bodily fluids she didn’t want to think about.

A few minutes later, they reached a steel door marked with a plaque that said Observation Room. Burnett opened it and motioned them inside. Ferguson set his briefcase on the table in the center of the room and pulled out a chair.

“This is the man you’ll be meeting today, Dr. Delacroix,” the dark-haired agent said, taking a folder from his briefcase. “His name is Eugene Strickland and to say he’s a cold-blooded killer would be an understatement.”

Hadley sat down across from him, glancing at the two-way mirror on the far wall and into the empty interview room beyond for a moment before turning her attention to the photo the FBI agent placed in front of her. The man in the picture was handsome with dark hair, dark eyes, and features she’d describe as almost aristocratic. There was certainly nothing about him that screamed killer, but she’d been dealing with murderers long enough to know that she couldn’t judge a book by its cover. In fact, she’d concluded a long time ago that the most twisted people sometimes came wrapped in the prettiest packaging.

Ferguson spread more photos across the desk, all of them disgusting enough to make her stomach clench. That was saying something, considering how many serial killers and sexual predators she’d been in the same room with over the years thanks to her job as a consultant for the FBI and Dallas PD.

“Two years ago, Dallas PD was called out to an apartment complex in Westover Hills after neighbors reported hearing screams,” Ferguson said. “When the police finally entered the apartment, they found Eugene Strickland standing in the bedroom naked, covered head to toe in blood.”

The FBI agent slid the gory photo of Strickland in Hadley’s direction. From the corner of her eye, she saw Maddox watching her face closely. Like he expected her to blush. Or throw up. Maybe both.

While she was disgusted at the sight of all that blood, she sure as hell wasn’t going to let the correctional officer know that. And if Maddox thought she’d start squirming at the sight of an erection—yes, Strickland was aroused in the photo—the lieutenant had another thing coming. She wasn’t embarrassed by it. In fact, she’d seen worse.

There was something in the picture that immediately drew her attention though. At first she’d thought Strickland had a big stomach, like a weight lifter, but then realized that wasn’t it at all.

“What’s wrong with his stomach?” she asked. “It looks like he swallowed a bowling ball. Several of them, actually.”

Strickland’s belly was grossly bloated in the photo, as if he’d spent hours stuffing himself at an all-you-could-eat buffet. But more than that were the strange shapes poking against the inside of the man’s stomach. Like he’d ingested several two-by-fours.

“Not quite bowling balls,” Ferguson said, placing several more photos on the desk.

Maddox’s face went pale at the sight of them.

Cursing under his breath, Burnett stood and moved across the room so he wouldn’t have to look at them.

Hadley didn’t blame him. The pictures were of a marble-tiled bathroom with a large bathtub against one wall. Unfortunately, the focus of every one of the photos was the contents of that tub. It was enough to make anyone want to hurl.

“After two years, neither the Dallas PD nor the FBI forensic labs have been able to identify the remains in that tub,” Ferguson said.

From where he sat beside her, Maddox looked like he wasn’t sure if he wanted to pass out or throw up. Hadley was fully on board with either decision. She’d seen a lot of horrendous stuff, but this was definitely the worst.

“Are you telling us that used to be a person?” Maddox asked. 

“What’s left of one.” Ferguson’s brow furrowed. “Strickland was in the process of eating his victim when the police interrupted him. Skin, muscles, most of the internal organs, teeth, the ribs, and some of the larger arm bones ended up in Strickland’s stomach, which explains the weird distention you noticed.”

“He ate the bones?” Burnett said hoarsely from the far side of the room where he’d been staring intently at the telephone attached there. “How is that even possible?”

“I don’t know,” Ferguson admitted. “I’ve had a few doctors and CSIs attempt to tell me how he might have done it, but none of their explanations seem even remotely feasible. It appears he swallowed the bones whole, or at least in really big pieces.”

Hadley knew Strickland displayed cannibalistic tendencies because it had been mentioned in the news stories she’d read, but she hadn’t realized he’d consumed the victim’s bones.  

“You mentioned you couldn’t ID the victim,” Hadley said, looking at Ferguson.

“Not yet. As I said, most of the skin was gone,” Ferguson said, flipping through several pages in the folder. “That means no fingerprints or facial features to identify the person. The teeth were gone as well. Unfortunately, Strickland doused the remains in the bathtub in some kind of acid that totally corrupted whatever was left so we couldn’t do DNA testing.”

“Some kind of acid?” Maddox frowned. “Are you saying you don’t even know what kind he used?”

“We couldn’t find anything in the apartment, and he refused to discuss the matter on the few occasions he agreed to say anything at all to law enforcement.”

Hadley considered that. “But why start eating the body in the first place if he was just going to use acid to dispose of it anyway?”

Ferguson sighed. “We suspect Strickland thought he could eat all the evidence of the murder and that he only turned to the acid when he’d gotten too full to take another bite.”

Hadley wasn’t speechless often but didn’t quite know what to say to that.

“While Strickland’s lawyer pointed out that their client had a clean record, we still did a little digging,” Ferguson said, sliding a collection of crime scene photos across the table to Hadley and Maddox. “We figured it didn’t seem likely he woke up one morning and decided to start eating people.”

Hadley glanced down at the photos and saw that they were of a dozen different crime scenes. Ones with a lot of blood and bodies with lacerated flesh, as well as glimpses of exposed and broken bones here and there. But it was the photo of a bathtub with a gruesomely dismembered body in it that held her attention.

“Have you linked these murders to Strickland?” Hadley asked, looking up at the FBI agent expectantly.

Ferguson shook his head. “Not directly. But we have a string of fifteen unsolved murders scattered across the southwest over the past decade, each of them involving partially cannibalized remains and the use of acid to try and dispose of the body. If that’s not a connection to Strickland, I don’t know what is. Unfortunately, we haven’t been able to place him at any of the crime scenes. That’s where you come in.”

“With Strickland already facing life in prison, you’re hoping I can get him to confess to these other murders,” Hadley said.

“Yes,” Ferguson said with a nod. “You have a reputation when it comes to getting psychopaths to talk about themselves. With you there to nudge him, we’re hoping Strickland will give us enough to officially close those cases. It won’t mean much in the long run considering he’s already serving a life sentence, but it’ll be closure for a lot of grieving families.”

“Trust me, I understand the concept of closure,” Hadley said but still had to wonder. “Why me in particular, though? The FBI has plenty of capable psychologists in its Behavioral Analysis Unit. Why aren’t one of them here?”

Ferguson was silent a moment before answering. “They tried. Several of them. But Strickland wouldn’t engage with any of them.”

“And what makes you think I’ll do any better?” Hadley asked.

She appreciated the FBI’s vote of confidence in her abilities, but it seemed like this was going to be a waste of time.

Ferguson reached into his briefcase again, pulling out another set of photos. “Don’t take this the wrong way, but these are the women that Eugene Strickland has been involved with over the past half dozen years.”

Hadley glanced at the pictures of the women. All pretty, they had long, brown hair with blonde highlights and soulful dark eyes. Her stomach dropped as she realized that the killer clearly had a type—one that happened to look a lot like her.

“You brought me in for no other reason than I resemble his ex-girlfriends,” she said flatly.

She would have been offended at the FBI for their sexist attitude if it wasn’t for the fact that they were probably right about targeting the man’s obvious weakness. 

“Of course not. The FBI truly does appreciate your skill as a psychologist,” Ferguson said without a shred of guilt. “But right now, we need an in with this guy, and if the fact that you’re his type does that, we’ll take it without apology.”

Hadley didn’t need an apology. And while it might bother her somewhat to pander to a man’s masculinity like this, if it got her a shot at a mind as twisted as Strickland’s, she’d live with the insult.   

The phone on the wall over by Burnett rang, interrupting anything else Ferguson might have said. The warden immediately picked it up. He listened for a moment, then thanked the person on the other end.

“They’re bringing Strickland up now,” Burnett said, glancing at her with a worried expression. “He’ll be here in a few minutes.”

While they waited, Ferguson discussed how the interview would be conducted. Hadley would be alone with Strickland in the interview room while the FBI agent, Burnett, and Maddox observed from this side of the two-way mirror.

“Strickland’s ankles will be chained to the chair and his wrists will be cuffed to the table,” Maddox assured her. “He won’t be able to touch you as long as you keep your distance.”

Hadley nodded, promising him that she’d never get within touching distance of a man like Eugene Strickland.

The door to the interview room on the other side of the two-way mirror opened and two guards escorted Strickland inside.

Hadley had been in the presence of countless dangerous people from serial killers and rapists to arsonists and child abusers, but there was something different about Strickland. She could actually feel the menace that surrounded him.

A shiver ran down her spine as she realized that he was staring at her with dark, emotionless eyes. She knew it wasn’t possible, but it seemed like Strickland knew she was on this side of the glass.

Hadley took a deep breath. She needed to get it together. She needed to be calm, cool, and collected before walking into a room with a man like Strickland.

In the other room, the guards led Strickland forward to chain him to the table in the center of the room. But as one of the men pulled out the heavy metal chair, a loud alarm sounded, echoing throughout the prison.

Before she could ask what it was, the two guards yanked Strickland away from the table and hurried him toward the door and out of sight.

“What’s going on?” Ferguson demanded.

But Maddox was already out of the room, shouting into a radio that had appeared in his hands seemingly out of nowhere while Burnett was on the phone, speaking in a low, urgent voice.

“What the hell happened?” Ferguson asked when the warden hung up. “Where did they take Strickland and when can we get him back?”

“An inmate killed another inmate in Cell Block 7,” Burnett said with a sigh. “The guards took Strickland back to his cell for mandatory lockdown. He’ll be there until a full search of every cell in the block is completed and evidence collected for the investigation. It’s state protocol. No exceptions.”

Ferguson’s mouth tightened. “How long is that going to take?”

“Four hours at least, maybe more,” Burnett said. “We should be able to get the interview going again by three o’clock this afternoon. You and Dr. Delacroix can come back if you want, though you’re more than welcome to wait in the staff cafeteria. The food isn’t the greatest, but the coffee is outstanding.”

Hadley glanced at her watch before pushing back her chair. “While I appreciate that offer for coffee, I’m going to have to decline. This interview request was rather short notice, so I had no chance to clear my calendar. I have a session with a patient later this morning.” She looked at Ferguson. “I’ll be back a little before three.”

Ferguson probably would have preferred her to hang around in case the guards wrapped up their search of the cells early but he didn’t say anything. That was a relief. Hadley had no desire to hang around the prison for six hours. Especially a prison with people like Eugene Strickland in it.

Besides, she really did have to see a patient, and for reasons that she couldn’t explain, she didn’t want to miss her session with Corporal Nelson.

















CHAPTER THREE



“Something happen on your morning run?” Dr. Delacroix asked casually from the other side of her large cherrywood desk, not looking at Carter as she jotted down notes on a lined pad. “You seem a little more tense than usual.”

Carter was caught off guard by the all-too-perceptive question. Definitely not ready to get into this morning’s meeting with his omega quite yet, he made a sound he hoped was noncommittal and prayed Dr. Delacroix would let it slide.

Fortunately, she seemed willing to let his non-answer go for the moment, nodding as she continued writing in her notepad. He had no idea what she was scribbling—it wasn’t like they’d talked about anything—but he had no doubt he’d find out soon enough. He’d only been seeing Dr. Delacroix for two weeks, but he’d already learned that she never let anything go for long. 

As he sat there distracted by the jar of Hershey Kisses in front of him on the desk, waiting for the session to start, Carter reminded himself not to stare at the beautiful woman seated across from him. But the effort was beyond him. Limiting himself to quick peeks every few seconds was the best he could do.

Three sessions into this thing with the doctor, Carter could readily admit that Hadley Delacroix was not what he’d expected.

He knew it was stereotypical, but he’d assumed that as a psychiatrist, she’d be more uptight. But with her wavy brown hair and blonde highlights, expressive dark eyes, stylish clothes, and perfectly manicured nails, she looked like she should be modeling the newest fashions on a Paris runway. But it was more than physical. She was a woman who was completely comfortable in her skin, powerful and no-nonsense in her own unique way. Definitely not like the reserved academic image he’d constructed in his head.

Dr. Delacroix flipped a page in her notepad, the movement causing a shift in the air current through the room and wafting her scent his way. He couldn’t deny that she had very good taste in perfume. It was a mix of strawberry and vanilla, and it was intensely appealing.

Carter realized at some point after their second session that he had somewhat of a crush on his therapist. He was also well aware that it wasn’t healthy to have inappropriate thoughts about the woman who was supposed to pull him off the psychological ledge. But there didn’t seem to be anything he could do about it. In the end, he simply took it as one more sign of how far gone he was.

“Since it seems you don’t want to talk about whatever happened this morning,” Dr. Delacroix said, interrupting his train of thought as she looked up at him and smiled, “perhaps we can talk about the exact chain of events that occurred at the Patterson Auto Assembly Plant that led to you coming to my office in the first place?”

Carter tensed at the thought of reliving the events from three weeks ago. He’d found himself surprisingly open with Dr. Delacroix during their first two therapy sessions—more than he’d ever been with anyone in his life. He supposed it was all the shrink training, but she was exceptionally good at getting him to talk to her. While they hadn’t gotten around to delving into what had happened at the assembly plant yet, they’d chatted about his time in the Marines and how he’d ended up in SWAT. 

But discussing those parts of his life—even the Marines—was a cakewalk compared to opening up about one of the most mortifying moments of his life. He definitely wasn’t ready to go there right now.

“I’m pretty sure the department is still keeping the details of that night under wraps,” Carter said, scrambling for an excuse to avoid saying anything. “I don’t think I can share anything about it with you yet. You understand, right?”

Dr. Delacroix gazed at him for a moment. “Of course, I understand. I wouldn’t want to openly discuss anything the DPD isn’t comfortable with me knowing. Fortunately, Corporal Taylor was able to provide me with a detailed police report of the night’s events.” She flashed him another smile. “So, now you don’t have to worry about telling me things I shouldn’t know.”

Carter sighed. There was no way to get out of this now, not after his squad leader had betrayed him like this. Not that he blamed his teammate. Mike almost certainly knew he would never willingly talk about what had happened that night, so he’d given Dr. Delacroix the crowbar she’d need to get him talking—whether he wanted to or not.

“I’ll start to ease you into it, okay?” she murmured, picking up a piece of paper from her desk that must have been Mike’s report. “As I read, I’ll pause now and then to ask questions. You stop me if you want to clarify something or if it gets to be too much.”

Carter didn’t say anything. She must have taken his silence for agreement because she looked down at the paper in her hand and began synopsizing the report.

“It says that the ribbon-cutting gala at the auto plant was already in complete chaos when you and your partner, Officer Hale Delaney, arrived,” Dr. Delacroix said in her calm, but businesslike voice. “Three heavily armed men were attacking the guests as well as the owner of the plant and his son, correct?”

Carter forced himself to control his breathing as the memories of that night rushed back—the panicked crowd of people shoving and pushing against each other as they tried to get out of the building, the scent of their fear washing over him in waves, their hearts pounding like drums.

“Yeah,” he murmured roughly, pleased that heat rate was behaving itself. Damn, he wished he knew which version of the official story Mike had given Dr. Delacroix. It’d be a lot easier to do this if he didn’t have to worry about getting caught in a lie. “We think the men who attacked the event had been paid to kill the owner as part of a scheme to get their hands on his high-tech manufacturing technology.”

That part was complete BS, but he couldn’t very well tell her that the killers had been there for Hale’s mate, Karissa Bonifay, since there was no way he’d be able to explain that Karissa was a Paladin, aka a superhero, who roamed the world protecting the innocent. Or that the person behind the attack at the auto plant was her arch nemesis, a two-hundred-and-seventy-year-old embodiment of the Greek god of dread. Something told Carter that it wouldn’t do his return-to-duty status any good if he attempted to explain that crap to his psychiatrist. As Mike said, some people could handle the truth about the world they lived in and some couldn’t.

“Mike’s report mentioned you got into a hand-to-hand fight with one of the attackers,” Dr. Delacroix said, glancing up at Carter curiously. “Was that by choice or did you just lose your weapon?”

Carter wondered for a second if she was trying to make a joke. Lost his weapon…seriously? Who asked a SWAT cop a question like that?

Apparently, Dr. Delacroix, a little voice in the back of his head answered. A woman who’d apparently decided that the kid gloves could come off for their third session. Like a three-date-kind-of-thing.

“The place was so crowded people were practically crawling over each other to get out of there,” Carter said quietly, telling himself that he could explain what happened that night without getting emotionally invested in the words. “I got off a few rounds with my M4,” he continued, then added, “the carbine rifle used by SWAT in high-threat operations.”

When Dr. Delacroix wrote something on her notepad but didn’t say anything, he decided to keep going. In for a penny and all that crap.

“The man was wearing body armor, so my weapon wasn’t doing much besides putting everyone around us at risk, so I changed tactics, intending to take him down by hand.”

Body armor seemed like a reasonable explanation for why the bullets from his weapon hadn’t bothered the guy. Better than telling her that the man he’d been facing had been a supernatural creature with impervious dragon scales for skin and an insatiable need to track down and fight other dangerous creatures. Like Paladins—and werewolves.

How did you explain supernatural Roman gladiators to a psychiatrist who lived firmly rooted in a world where everything was supposed to have a scientific explanation?

“So, just like that, you decided to go hand-to-hand with one of these heavily armed men
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